
Academic Paragraph Building Template 
Directions: Use this template to brainstorm ideas for your academic literary analysis paragraph 
on the story of your choice.   

Topic Sentence: (include Title, in quotes, author, and genre (short story), as well as the 
overall thing you are trying to prove (in general, one of your theories, but not something 
blatantly obvious; I helped you with this on Thursday). 

 

Context: Here, provide a brief summary of the story, and also a summary of your 
quotation coming up. 

 

Concrete detail with lead-in: Choose one of the quotations from Thursday’s group 
worksheet, and make sure the sentence doesn’t begin right off the bat with a quotation mark. 

 

Commentary X3, 4, or even 5 (we are so good, we’ll shoot for four+ sentences here): 
Here, you are looking at the quotation just used, and looking for obvious, or sometimes subtle, 
clues that help point to your theory.  I’ve chosen, for this first one, to examine sentence 
structure. Try, if possible, to connect a literary device (symbolism, simile, metaphor, poetic 
language, sentence style, word choice, personification, etc. etc. to help prove your point.  If you 
cannot, no worries.  I’ll help you shape your thoughts when you return. J) 

In O’Henry’s short story, “The Gift of the Magi,” O’Henry characterizes both major characters of the story, 
Della and Jim, as characters with flaws, in order to show that, despite such flaws, unconditional and sincere love 
can still be exemplified. 

The story takes place near Christmas time, and Jim’s salary has been cut significantly.  Despite this obstacle, he wishes 
to bestow upon Della the best present possible, and likewise Della wants to do the same for Jim.  Della, however, is 
noticeably insecure and almost seems to need to prove her love to Jim, someone she feels is more than she deserves. 

In fact, when contemplating a Christmas gift for Jim, Della notes that she must purchase “something nearly good 
enough.  Something almost worth the honor of being owned by Jim” (2).  
 

Here, it may seem that Della wants to buy the greatest gift for Jim possible—and she does—but the thought process 
she uses shows that she has some sense of doubt.  For instance, she builds her thoughts in fragments, rather than 
complete sentences, beginning with “something,” building to the second, “something almost worth the honor of 
being owned by Jim” (2).  It is not just the gift she is concerned about, but also her own self-worth.  She is honored to 
have Jim, and yet, nothing she purchases seems good enough.  In short, she admits that she herself, in fragmented 
thought, is not good enough. 



 

Context: You may want to include this after you’ve chosen your second quotation to help 
prove your point.  That way, context, by way of explaining, in brief, a part of the story where 
the quotation occurs, is easier to list.  Remember, when writing, refer back to ideas made in the 
previous sentence or two, adding cohesion to your paragraph. 

 

Concrete detail with lead-in: 

Commentary X3 or 4 (we are so good, we’ll shoot for four sentences here): 

Concluding sentence: Here, wrap things up, in a way that leaves the reader feeling 
satisfied.  You can either apply something to the reader, or you can create a cheesy statement 
about the story. 
 

Despite her insecurities, however, the gift that Della ultimately selects, after window shopping, and ruling out other 
gift ideas, is one of great sacrifice, and therefore, deep love.    She decides to cut her hair, one of her most prized 
possessions, off, in order to purchase a platinum watch chain for Jim. In fact, when Jim is shocked by her short hair, 
she responds delicately, her own dialogue expressing the unspoken words of her heart. 

Della soothes the shock of Jim by stating, “Maybe the hairs on my head could be counted . . . but no one could ever 
count my love for you” (5).   

Clearly, Della does not just purchase the platinum watch chain because she simply feels insecure.  She speaks in almost 
a Shakespearean poetic style, with a flowing sentence that pleads with Jim to recognize her deep love for him.  Her 
love is so desperate and so sweet that the reader can almost hear her crackling, tear-strained voice that does indeed 
satisfy and bring peace and warmth to her husband.  No longer is Della focused on how unworthy she is for Jim, but 
on how worthy her own love is.   

Even though Della seems insecure about her worth in the beginning, by the end, Della blooms as a confident woman, 
and Jim and Della’s love has grown all the more. 


